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FISHERMAN'S WIFE

It was in the spring of the year that Ada noticed something wrong.
The river was high and the ·sky was overcast. Any afternoon she could
see the water from the house and she could see Jimson by the river
bluffs, his shoulders hunched into the wind, walking there. His back
to her; he watched the far bank, the bar to the north, and to the south
the mud flat where the willows grew. The spring before, the spring
before that, he would have been busy with his lines and nets, mending
traps, caulking his boats. He built his' own boats, ,painted them himself, named ~hem pretty names like the Beulah and the Wandering
Jew. And one he called the Ada Dee. Spring was a busy time of year.
f~. The smell of tar was in the air, and Jimson came in tired and slept
hard. But not this spring. This spring his back was to her; he watched
the far bank. Maybe it's the boy he's thinking of, she told herself.
Maybe blaming himself. If he hadn't let the boy go work on the
dredges. . . . Once he said that. And she said, "You couldn't've
stopped him nohow." Nobody could. The boy had a mind of his own
-got that from Jimson. He went off and worked on the dredges, and
one day up near Talahaw, trying to clear a line, he slipped.
He came up once, they said. He came up and he tried to swim,
but the current there was strong. He went back under. And Jimson
went up to Talahaw to help them look for him. For almost a week
he was gone, and all that time she waited in the little house that they
had lived in first. She could see it through the window there, beyond
the berry bushes and this side of the bluffs where Jimson walked. He
had brought her downriver from Cairo in a skiff and he had built that
house for her. It was one room and it was built high, so you could see
the coal barges and the sternwheelers, and when Jimson was out running his nets, out in the channel there, she could see him, too. But
after the boy was born he built this other house-three rooms and a
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porch, and screens for the windows and a tin roof for the rain to beat
against. Now the screens were out and the roof was dull with rust.
So she watched Jimson walking by the bluffs, and she wondered
what it was that bothered him. Something I done, she thought. Not
been good to him. But I been as good as I knew how, she thoughtcome way off down here with him, looked after him, let him when
he wanted to.· Only now he ,never wanted to. ""What's the matter?"
she said. "Nothing," he said. "Something," she said. And then he
took to going into town. Not often. Maybe once a-week. One night
he didn't come home at all, and when she asked him why, he wouldn't
say, just turned his back on h"ei. Then she knew. It was as if she had
known a long time, and in away she was glad. It was nothing I done,
she thought.
• One morning he went out anq walked and he came back in again.
He changed his clothes. ""Wh~re are you going?" she said. "In town?"r
He stood there, his shoulders hunched, looking out the door. In a
minute he said, ''I'm liable toCbe gone a day or two."
"That long?" she said.
.
"You need anything?"
"N 0, "h
s e sal'd .
He kept standing there. There was something on his mind. "Ada
Dee," he said, "if I was to ... /, He turned. "If I was to bring somebody back with me ...."
She looked at him.
"You know what I mean?"
Maybe so, she thought.
"A man ...."
A man needs somebody young, she thought. She was younger than
him once. She was younger than him when he brought her do<{n ~om
Cairo in a skiff.
"He can't help himself."
She didn't let on that she heard. l\1aybe she didn't.
"You going to be here when I get back?" he said.
She started to say, "I always am, ain't I?"
"You going to be here?"
:
She nodded.
That was all he said. He picked up his hat from off the chair and
went out the door and down the steps and got in the pickup. Ada
stood there watching him. The last she saw of him he was headed up
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the levee side, going fast, and he blew the horn to signal his good-by.
He wargone three days, and two of those it rained. On the second
day, in the rain, she moved. She got some of her things together and
carried them down the path through the berry bushes to the other
house. She swept it out and made the bed and she built a fire in the
grate to take the dampness out, for the April wind was cold. During
the night the rain stopped and in the morning the sky was blue. She
got the rest of her things and carried them down the path to the
house. Then she fell across the bed, and for the first time since Jimson left she slept without remembering.
.
She awoke hearing her name called. It was Jimson's voice. She
went to the door and opened it.
"I been calling you and calling you," he said, coming down the
path.
"I was asleep," she said. Her eyes burned.
"What you doing down here?"
.
"I c\:>me down here yesterday," she said. She knew he had looked
for her.
"Come up to the house," he said. "I want you to meet somebody."
Behind him, on the steps of the other house, she saw the girl, saw
her hair, yellow in the sun. "In a minute," she said. She went and
combed her hair, hunted for a mirror she could look into. She found
a piece of one. But she could only see her eyes. Her brother Fred used
to say she had the bluest eyes. She cocked her head. She held the mirror out from her. She could almost see her face in it.
"You coming?" Jimson called. He was by the steps still. She went
outside and up the path with him. Neither of them spoke until they
reached the other house. Ada walked slow. Sometimes he got ahead
of her. "I called you and called you," he said.
"Did you?" she said.
They went up the steps. The girl was on the porch.
"This here's Eddris," Jimson said.
The girl smiled timidly. "Hidy-do," she said.
"Edd ns.
. ?"
4"
"Yes, rna'am," the girl said.
Ada looked at her. "You're pretty," she said. "You got pretty hair,
and I see your feet are little."
"Thank you, rna,am.
,,
She turned to say something to Jimson; something about a girl
ought to have little feet, but Jimson was gone. She saw him going
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down the steps. "Eddris," she said again. "That's a pretty name."
And she thought: he'll name a boat for her.
"I never liked it," the girl said.
"You didn't? You know how Jimson got his name?" Ada waited
until she shook her head. "His daddy was named Jim and they got
to calling him Jim's son. Jimson. You know how they call people."
The two of them stood there.
"Don't you want a peach?" the girl said.
J'No, thank you," Ada sa.id.
"We bought a bushel at a place up near Rena Lara."
"This time of year?'"
The girl nodded. "Must've brought them in from Florida."
"You live up near Rena Lara?"
"No, ma'am. I come from out the other side of Pace. My daddy
... you know hiJ\ Lige Moore. He used to farm the old Grimmett
.
place."
"Oh, yes," Ada said.
"I was born out there."
"You're might~T young," Ada said.
"Yes, rna ,~]
am.
.
"When I come here ...." She saw Jimson out among the nets.
"I was no older than you. The river was ...." She pointed. "Way out
yonder where you see those stabs. You see those stabs?"
. The girl nodded.
"It was way out there. You see where it's cut away at the bluffs?
One day it'll run right u~der us. You wouldn't think so, would you?"
The girl shook her head. She was looking out toward the river.
"Only I don't guess we'll be here then."
"When?" the girl said.
"When the river's ~here we are."
"I mean, h
I'
ow ong
}1ou guess ....?"
"Oh," she said. "II don't know. Maybe a hundred years." Or a
night, she thought. She rem~mbered the dream. There was nothing·
here. She was standing on the levee and there was nothing here, not
,even this house. Just the river. And she remembered the night Jimson
came back from Talahaw. You didn't find llim? she said. And he said,
No: And she said, I want my boy. And he said, He won't never come
up, Ada Dee. He's down there in one of them eddies and he won't
never come up. And she said, Never? And he said, Never. "Well, I
got to be getting back ... ." she said.
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The girl looked at her.
"You need anything?"
"N0, rna 'am. "
"Well, if you do . . . ."
"I wish you'd take some of these peaches," the girl said.
Ada shook her head. She's wanting me to take something, she
thought, and I'm wanting her to take something. She stood there on
the steps and she could see Jimson looking up at her. She was almost
to the path when she heard him call to her to wait. She stopped.
"I like to forgot this," he said. It was black and it was shaped like a
~
hatbox. He lifted it out of the back of the pickup.
"What?" she said.
He set it on the ground. "Open it."
"You,"h
s e sal'd .
He stooped and opened it.
"A Victrola," she said.
"I got you some records, too," he said.
She ran her fingers across the bright green felt on the turntable,
saw her face, and then his, caught in the nickel-plated arm. "Give it
to her," she said.
"I got it for you," he said. "You always wanted one."
"I know I did."
"WeII ,I't'S yours. "
Over his shoulder she saw the girl standing on the porch. "No,"
she said. "Give it to her." She started to say, "It gets lonesome here."
.
But Jimson never knew what lonesome was.
He closed the Victrola and picked it up, stood there in the path.
.
"Anyway," she said, "I wouldn't have time to play it."
He looked at her. "When I got back here and didn't find you ...."
he said. He kept looking at her. "I thought you'd gone someplace."
"Where?"
"I don't know."
One day I guess I will, she thought.

It was a bright moonlight night. The way Ada lay she could lift
herself and look out of the window toward the other house. She could
see the light in the back room and she could hear the Victrola music,
quick-step music she lost the time to, and then there would be a
spell of quiet before the music started in again. The land was lit by
moonlight as far as she could see. There was the house, and there
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were the nets, and the cottonwoods, and behind her, if she looked,
the river bluffs. She knew how the river looked at night when the
moon was out and the clouds were scudding across the sky, how the
water lapped against the bar, how the bar was warm in the moonlight,
and how toward dawn it cooled. How white it was. How lonesome,
too.
"Here's where we'll sleep tonight," Jimson had said. He caught
the skiff and pulled it up the bar. Then he took the blanket out and
spread it on the sand, and he pulled her down beside him there. But
the moon was in her eyes, and the sound of water lapping in her ears.
She began to cry.
"What's the matter?" he said. "You scared?"
"A little," she said.
"There's nothing to be scared of." He caught her hand. "You sorry
you come away with me?"
"No," she said.
"Want me to take you back?"
She shook her head.
"You sure?"
"I couldn't go back now," she said, "even if I wanted to."
. "Wonder what your papa said-you running off with me."
A Shanks, she thought. I hear you been runnin' around with one
at them Shanks, her papa said. And she said, Just because . . . And
he said, You gonna end up with 'one at them towheaded babies, livin'
back at the levee. You ever hear at a Shanks that amounted to nothin'?
"Plenty," she said.
Jimson smiled.
"How far we come?" she asked. They had lost sight of Cairo just
as the sun came up.
"A good way," he said.
"How far we got to go?"
"Three ... four days," he said. "We'll follow the river down, and
we'll look for us a place."
"What is it about the river?" she said.':
"What?" he said.
.
.
llA Shanks can't leave the rivet .... "
"No," he said, "it's in his blood, I guess."
~
Ada thought,of Jimson, the river bar and the moonlight, and of
those she left behind: her papa and her brother Fred, her Aunt Della,
the one-legged ban her aunt was married to. He liked his liquor. Her
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papa did too. He'd get drunk and he'd come home cussing, saying
things he didn't mean. Only Fred said he did. That old man, he said.
One day that old man ... And the boy. It was strange now how she
thought of him, like somebody she had never known, or had known
but forgotten. A face. Not even a face. Like the touch of wind or the
sound of water on a bar. If they had found him, she thought, if there
was someplace I could go to ... take some flowers to ... a place the
other side of the levee ... but the river ....
In the distance she heard the Victrola music and the sound of
laught~r, a young girl's laughter. She lifted herself on her elbows and
looked out of the window. toward the other house. The moon was
bright. It inched its way across the sky, across her window and the sill,
and when it touched her arm she drew back, pulled her arm away, for
the touch of it was cold.
That night Ada had a dream. She was standing on the levee. She
had stood there in her other dreams. And this house . . . the other
house ... there was nothing here. Just the river. She wondered where
Jimson was. She had waited so long. And suddenly she knew what
she was waiting for, what she had always waited for, and she came
awake and cried out, "No!" I ought to tell him, she thought, and she
got illto her clothes and start~ up the path to the other house. But
there in the moonlight she stopped. He'd only laugh. aOt me, she
thought.
\Vhen she awoke in the morning Jimson was out caulking his boats.
The other mornings he was up early, and he was out late into the
afternoons. She watched him from her window there, and sometimes
when she watched, the girl was beside him or behind ]lim, but close
to him, or runnipg to the house to bring him things. He worked hard
and when the men from town came to rent his boats, his boats were
ready, and when the river dropped, his nets were tarred and his boxes
strong enough to hold the fish that he would catch. fll tell him yet,
she thought.
Ada had never found time before; she had been kept busy doing
things. Now there was nothing to do. She got up in the morning. She
wel}t to bed at night. One day she sat down and wrote a letter to her
brother Fred. She never knew where Fred was, except Cairo maybe,
but she wrote him anyway, told him what she was doing, which was
not much to tell, asked him what had become of him, what had become of her papa, her aunt Della and the one-legged man her aunt
was married to. I guess all dead, she wrote. And she wrote a P.S.: I
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hope not. The letter was returned. She folded it and put it away, and
she told herself that one day' she would write to the postmaster in
Cairo and ask him Fred's address.
The things she needed Jimson brought. Once, sometimes twice, '
a week he went into town and he brought her her things first, stood
at the steps and called to her, and when she answered came inside.
"You all right?" he would say.
''I'm all right," she would say.
"You need anything?"
She would shake her head.
"That chimney," he said once. "It needs fixing. I got to fix it before
winter comes." And he looked at her like he remembered how coldit got there in the little house they lived in first.
She wanted to say, "I had a dream ...."
But he said, "You don't never come up to the house."
"No," she said~
"Why not?"
"Oh"
'd "I get b usy.... "
, sh e sal,
One evening when she came out to get a breath of air he was standing in the path. He had stood there other times like that. "Hot," she
,
said.
"Yeah," he said.
"It's lightning. Maybe we'll get some rain."
He kept standing there. In a little while he came and sat down on
the steps by her. Neither of them spoke. They just sat there, the way
they used to sit. Sometimes they wouldn't say anything for an hour
or more, and it would rain, or the baby would cry, or the mosquitoes
would get~so bad they had to go inside. And she thought: what if 1
had never 'come bff down here with hi,m? You gonna end up with one
of them towheaded babies, her papa had said, livih' back of the levee
.... And she thought: if I had it all to do again ....
The girl on the porch was calling him.
"All right," he called. He got up. "Well," he said, "I guess I got
· . . . ."
to be gomg
"J'lmson . . . ."
He turned and looked at her.
"Be careful," she said.
"What you mean?"
"I mean, be careful."
He laughed. "Ada Dee
"
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"When you go out on the river," she said. And she knew it didn't
matter. She had told him but it didn't matter.
That was in July.
One August noon two of the men who came to rent the boats
brought the word. They came skimming across the water to the landing out of sight and up the bluffs between the cottonwoods. They
brought the word to the girl, and Ada heard her holler. She heard
her holler and she went up the path through the berry bushes to the
other house. It's over, she thought. She didn't even ask; she knew.
The men told her. Jimson was pulling a net, out in the channel
there, and he fell out of the boat and went under and never came up.
They figured he got tangled in the net, and they hauled it in, but
they nev~r found a sign of him. He never cam~ up, so they figured
maybe an eddy took him under, spun him around and held him there,
c1~e to the bottom in the undertow.
The men told her; then they left to go for help. They went to get
the men and the hooks, to grapple in the river until the sun went
down. Ada tried to talk to the girl, tried to tell her things. "You're
young," she said. "Sooner or later . . . ." But the girl cried harder, and
after a while Ada walked away. She walked down the steps, and the
sun was bright, and she stood there listening. Nobody called her.
Nobody said, "Ada Dee." She went and got her things and put them
in a cardboard box. She changed her dress. Then she tucked the box
under her arm and went out the door and up the path, past the house,
and up the road toward the levee and the other side. She heard somebody calling her. She looked back. The girl was on the porch, calling
her to stay, but she had told the girl all there was to tell, and the'
road ahead was long. She reached the top of the levee and saw the
world from there, the fields and the grove of mock orange trees, and
she went down again, to the cattle gap and across it to the gravel
road beyond. She walked slower now, for the river was out of sight.
And as she walked the m~'n came in the pickup trucks. The truck in
back stopped, and the men who had gone for help called out to her,
"Mrs. Shanks . . . :?
She turned and looked at them.
"Have they found him yet?"
She shook her head. The dost blew over her.
"We got to get on up there and start looking if we're going to find
him by sundown."

f
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"You'~ not going to," she said.
The men looked at her. "How come?"
"They never do," she said.
,
_They tipped their hats. The truck started up. A voice in motion
called to her, "Where you going?"
"Cairo," she said.
.
~
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